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Governing through Learning: School Self-Evaluation as a 
Knowledge-based Regulatory Tool 
 
Jenny Ozga, Department of Education, University of Oxford and Sotiria Grek, School of 





This paper discusses knowledge-based regulation tools (KBRTs) as new forms of regulation 
through an exploration of school self-evaluation (SSE) in Scotland. We conceptualise self-
evaluation as a hybrid regulatory instrument, combining data-based knowledge with 
knowledges ‘performed’ by institutions and individuals to order to demonstrate their progress 
on the ‘journey to excellence’ in learning (HMIe 2009) that is expected of schools, teachers 
and learners in Scotland. We see the development of self-evaluation in Scotland and more 
widely as arising from over-reliance on data and from the proliferation of information that 
together reveal the problem of ‘evidence’ as a governing technology. Data require continuous 
and demanding work -including interpretive work- if they are to be effective.  SSE, we 
suggest, offers a combination of data-based knowledge with professional expertise and 
individual responsibility, that shapes the school as a ‘learning organisation’ and, in the 
context of Scotland on which this paper primarily focuses, reflects the presentation of 
governing as learning activity, in which pupils, teachers, local authorities and government 
itself are collectively engaged. 
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Introduction 
Throughout this paper we draw on research that has focused on the interrelated-but distinct-
areas of Europeanisation (Lawn 2006, Grek et al 2009, Lawn and Grek 2012) and governance 
(Ozga et al 2011) in an overarching ‘project’ that seeks to understand how education and 
learning policies attempt to regulate and manage systems and populations in networked, 
rapidly moving and changing national and transnational contexts. We do not go into detail 




 on which this paper 
draws, however we want to stress that our perspective on Europeanisation is not top down, 
but argues for attention to the role of the ‘soft governance’ (Lawn 2006) strategies of the 
European Commission and the responses of nation states in fabricating a European Education 
Policy Space (EEPS) in recent years (Ozga et al 2011). The making of ‘Europe’ in and 
through education and learning policy is located within a framework of globalisation that is 
understood as involving national and subnational settings, where networks of actors connect 
to multiple transnational, local and sub-national processes (Grek et al 2009, Sassen 2007). 
‘Europe’ is framed by a context of neoliberal globalisation, a project that not only de-
regulates but also seeks to create new governing forms that transfer responsibility to 
consumers, rather than citizens, and thus privileges state responsiveness to the market, while 
diminishing wider political accountability.  
Our approach to Europeanisation does not reduce nation states or local and regional actors to 
entities that respond to global pressures, rather it is attentive to the strategic responses of 
nation states and national and local actors to globalising and Europeanising processes 
(Jacobsson 2006). In drawing attention to the interaction and action of actors and instruments, 
we argue that EEPS is a policy space in which policy actors use new policy instruments to 
redesign institutions, organise networks and develop relationships. In this work-which is 
governing work-they draw on and generate comparative knowledge and data. It is within that 
frame of comparative data collection and the assessment of performance that we locate the 
issue of accountability and the work of regulation that knowledge-based regulatory 
instruments do. 
 
We connect the growth of knowledge-based regulation tools (KBRTs)  to the growth of 
networked governance in which cooperation and coordination must be constantly negotiated 
and managed (Kohler-Koch and Eising1999), through a mix of particular policy technologies, 
and constant work by policy actors to maintain connections and coherence in re-spatialised 
governing relations. This work relies on policy technologies, including KBRTs, that support 
communication and constant monitoring of performance as well as on ‘softer’, more 
persuasive and attractive forms of regulation that are present in the emergent European 
education policy space (Maroy 2008). The two developments-ie of complex data collection 
and monitoring systems, and all the regulatory apparatus that they engender-and the ‘softer’ 
forms of attraction towards participation in a space of comparison- are interrelated, but not 
without tension. Indeed we offer an analysis of the emergence of ‘persuasive governance’ 
(Bell et al 2010), of which school self-evaluation (SSE) is an example, as a response to 
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problems created by heavy regulation. Our use of the term ‘governing’ signals our emphasis 
on the extent of activity in and across many different policy spaces-transnational, local and 
national-that we perceive through our research that is devoted to the continuous process of 
managing tensions between centralised and decentralised governance, deregulation and 
existing or new (re-) regulatory instruments of governance where relationships are 
multidimensional, overlapping and fluid. This governing work includes the development of 
KRBTs that shape the landscape within which a range of actors are expected and encouraged 
to take responsibility for exhibiting their capacity to learn and to manage their learning and 
that of others. 
 
Data are central to the emergence of KBRTs such as, for example, OECD’s PISA. Data 
systems construct policy problems and frame policy solutions beyond, across and within the 
national scale (Nóvoa and Yariv-Marshal, 2003; Ozga, 2009). It is important to stress that the 
strength and power of a KRTB lies in its apparently objective (data based) nature, and in the 
attractiveness of the space of negotiation and debate that it may create, where experts, policy 
makers and other knowledge-brokers meet and position themselves, as well as in its capacity 
to define the terms of that engagement (Grek 2012 forthcoming). 
 
As Nóvoa and Yariv-Maschal put it: 
 
‘good governance’ discourse in Europe stresses openness, participation, 
accountability, effectiveness and coherence, but these are governmental aspects 
legitimated by comparability and resulting in benchmarks, standards, and policy 
guidelines….Policy is constructed, legitimised and finally put into action through 
‘new means’ legitimated by a logic of perpetual comparison leading to similar 
solutions.…benchmarking [is to be understood] not only as a technique or a method 
of inquiry, but as a political stance’. (Nóvoa and Yariv-Maschal 2003 429) 
 
 According to Pons and Van Zanten (2007) there are three main elements of KBRTs- (i) they 
reflect particular ‘world visions’ that represent the agenda setting capacities of particular 
interests (ii) they represent a particular and politically oriented set of beliefs concerning 
legitimate policy in a given domain and (iii) they represent a wide and growing network of 
actors who are constantly drawn in to the process of intelligence-gathering, audit and 
meditative policy-making (Jacobssen 2008). KRBTs like PISA are thus much more than 
information-gathering tools about specific issues-they are sets of practices in which experts 
are recruited to work with policy makers to examine modern state structures, governing 
procedures and choices; and to elaborate standards that make up governing practices. 
Collective scrutiny requires the development of agreements about rules and standards, which 
in turn support the propagation of transparency and ‘best practice’. 
 
New networked forms have led nation-states to look for ways of managing through 
coordination rather than, or in parallel with, a direct regulating role. Public–private 
cooperation in the delivery of education, parental choice and other new public management 
methods, as well as different local, national and international networks influencing education 
policy, offer both threats and opportunities to the nation-state. Nation-states simultaneously 
participate in setting up new frameworks sustaining globalisation while, at the same time, 
these frameworks may destabilise the nation-state’s governing capacity (Sassen 2007). This 
engagement with the global requires ‘imposed consensus’ entailing ‘specific types of actual 
work, not merely decision-making’ (ibid: 37). We suggest that in those work processes, 
firstly, there is a degree of negotiation and reframing that constructs the ‘consensus’ and 
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secondly that examination of the construction of indicators, the work of inspection regimes 
and the collection and processing of data illuminate the governing practices in play in 
installing comparison as a key governing resource and in building consensus and installing 
self-regulation. In the operation of these technologies we identify as key actors European and 
national inspectorates, whose expertise confronts and translates the mass of information 
carried by data within and across Europe (Lawn and Grek 2012). Before looking at the work 
of the inspectorate in Scotland, and its role in SSE, we briefly discuss the changing nature of 
accountability. 
Changing forms of accountability 
 
Accountability is a complex concept, and many competing definitions are offered from 
different disciplinary perspectives. Accountability is often used normatively as a synonym for 
many desirable, yet loosely defined political goals, such as good governance, transparency, or 
democracy (Bovens 2010: 946). Political scientists sometimes focus on the mechanisms 
(external and internal) for quality assurance and control in public institutions and for ensuring 
their responsiveness to citizens. A broader approach to accountability understands it in terms 
of social relations between two actors in which one (an individual or an institution) answers 
to another with the right to make judgments, demand change and impose sanctions. This 
often translates in the education policy field into accountability through high-stakes testing. 
 
Changes in the governing of education obviously have implications for accountability in the 
policy field. As governing practices in education have altered, so too have the regimes of 
accountability, and it is possible to trace a shift in England and elsewhere from post-war 
professional accountability to what Ranson (2003) calls neo-liberal corporate accountability, 
that laid the basis for the ‘imposed consensus’ through which judgments of performance 
based on comparisons of test results became the only form of accountability that counted. In 
the post-war welfare states, the dimension of ‘answerability’ located accountability in the 
hierarchical practices of public sector bureaucracies. Those practices of accountability were 
complex: teachers were accountable to parents, to the local authority/municipality, to 
governing boards, while local and national politicians were accountable to their electorates 
for the performance of the service. The policy field of education did not-at this time-lend its 
self easily to external scrutiny against indicators of performance, instead accountability 
involved exchanges of ‘accounts’ ie different narratives that conveyed meaning about values 
in contexts of multiple and reciprocal answerabilities, with inevitable conflicts of purpose 
(Ranson 2003:461).  
 
The widespread adoption by policy makers from the 1980s onwards of the practices and 
assumptions of new public management across the globe and throughout the UK led to the 
strengthening of the audit state (Power 1999). Within that frame of reference, the apparent 
paradox of ‘imposed consensus’ was resolved through reliance on the effects of governing 
technologies-including KBRTs- in ensuring that, if people were ‘freed’ from state control and 
dependence they must demonstrate their capacity and fitness to be governed in this 
deregulated fashion. They must demonstrate their capacity to learn and their engagement with 
a project of self-improvement and autonomous functioning that re-imagines societies as 
learning organizations (Senge 1999). In England, this governing regime has produced an 
intensive system of performativity in education (Ball 2001) in which rituals and routines of 
performance surveillance regulate, as Ranson puts it: 
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‘ both from the outside in, through regulations, controls and pressures, but also from 
the inside out, colonizing lives and producing new subjectivities’(op cit: 469). 
 
Such performative regimes of accountability produce fabrications of performance, selective 
accounts that represent results and outcomes in the best possible light. The distinctive 
dimensions of this regime are present to a greater or lesser extent in transnational and 
national settings, and combine the redefinition of the citizen as consumer, a shift supported 
by competition, contract efficiency, audit and quality assurance processes. In its most 
‘developed’ form-in England-that accountability regime in education is more than a 
regulatory instrument and could be said to constitute the system itself (Ball 2001). There is, 
then, a symbiotic link between these accountability regimes and the installation of the 
‘conduct of conduct’ through self-evaluation/self-regulation, which is the cornerstone of 
much knowledge-economy driven education/learning policy and practice.  
 




Based on knowledge claims, expertise, 
judgment 
From institutions (schools) through local 
authority/municipality 
Operating through administrative 
hierarchies 





(i) Consumer, (ii) contract, (iii) 
performative, (iv) corporate (emerging and 
merging over time and space-all need data) 
 
Operating through  
• Market-choice and strengthened 
consumer accountability through pressure 
on local authority from parents; 
• Costs, efficiency, competition, 
client-contract-accountability through 
schools to centre; 
• Inspection, standards, quality, 
testing, data-accountability to centre and 
beyond the national; 
• competition, profit-accountability 




[derived from Ranson 2003] 
 
 
Accountability, then, changes in relation to the governing work that it is required to do and, 
in its most developed, regulatory form, is installed in terms of the management and scrutiny 
of performance at all levels-from the international competition of league table positioning 
though to the constant review of performance against hard and soft targets that is installed in 
teachers and pupils through forms of self-evaluation. This regime is most apparent in 
England where ‘world class’ status is claimed for its sophisticated instruments of 
performance management in education, and, in particular, its data systems. The introduction 
of market mechanisms was especially developed in England, as many commentators have 
noted, and reflected policy commitments to shrinking the state, and redefining the citizen as 
consumer (Newman and Clarke 2009). Policy and provision were distributed or decentralised 
to a range of actors and agencies, including, in some cases, private companies (Ball 2008; 
Jones et al. 2008) Political or democratic accountability was absent from the discussion of 
these developments: the case was made with reference to efficiency, the need to improve 
teacher performance through regulation and the assumption of improved performance 
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following from increased consumer responsiveness. 
 
As indicated above, we connect the growth of technical and performative accountability to 
the growth of New Public Management in the UK (and elsewhere) in which market 
mechanisms displace the state, services are outsourced to hybrid public-private organisations, 
and responsibility for self-management, choice-making and the management of risk is 
increasingly devolved to individuals and families and away from state institutions. The nature 
of NPM has changed over time, but one of its essential characteristics is its reliance on 
private sector models and assumptions, especially those promoting the auditing of 
performance and ensuring the use of explicit formal measurable standards of performance 
and success, along with a preoccupation with managing risk (Lapsey 2009). At the same 
time, the emphasis on performance against targets in the UK public sector without reference 
to consumer/citizen experience of using services reduced public trust in politicians, in public 
sector managers and in the ‘evidence’ that they produced to demonstrate improved quality 
and transparency: ironically, the more that data were produced and cited, the less value they 
seemed to have in terms of managing risk and delivering accountability (Anderson et al 
2009). 
 
School Self-Evaluation In Scotland 
Data production, maintenance and use are time consuming and expensive: data require 
constant work of translation and maintenance. Thus the recent growth of SSE in Scotland, 
developed and led by Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Education (HMIE) in Scotland, may, to 
some extent, reflect the difficulty of maintaining and managing data. Data about performance 
has the potential to grow almost without limits, and the huge costs of data systems are no 
longer affordable. In any case, Scotland did not have the ‘world class’ data system, based on 
regular national testing, that had developed in England. At this point we need to stress the 
relative autonomy of education policy in Scotland-both before 1999, when a Scottish 
parliament was (re) established, and since devolution, when a degree of legislative 
independence-including in education-from the UK government and parliament at 
Westminster was established. Thus although there are close similarities in education policy 
across the UK from the period of the post-war Keynesian welfare state, there is recent 
evidence of increasing divergence, for example while England introduced a National 
Curriculum with National Testing and a strong focus on hard performance indicators, these 
approaches were not adopted in Scotland. Her Majesty’s Inspectors of Education in Scotland 
continued to operate through a less confrontational approach than their counterparts in Ofsted in 
England.  
Recent political change has underlined difference: the election of the minority Scottish 
National Party (SNP) government in Scotland in 2007 marked a break from Labour party 
policy influence on the Scottish political scene, and brought about considerable change in 
style of government (Arnot and Ozga 2010) and a further distance from Westminster 
agendas. The changing scene is further complicated by the recent formation of a 
Conservative/Liberal Democrat coalition government to replace the New Labour 
administration at the national UK level in May 2010, with an agenda of retrenchment of the 
public sector, which is having a very substantial impact across the UK nations, but perhaps 
especially in those areas, including Scotland, where public sector provision has not been 
influenced by privatisation as it has in England. Moreover in 2011 the SNP won a landslide 
election victory in the Scottish parliamentary elections, and there are very considerable 
tensions between the two governments about reducing public sector costs and services. 
Decentralisation is a key principle of the SNP’s redesign of governance in Scotland, 
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promoted not in terms of a reduction of state interference (which is the neo-liberal/coalition 
rhetoric at the UK level) but as demonstrating maturity in the political process, following 
from political devolution, and enabling the growth of accountability and hence trust between 
government and its partners (local authorities and other stakeholders). The SNP promotes its 
identity as a ‘learning government’ (Sanderson 2009) and seeks to both devolve 
responsibility to local government and encourage greater autonomy at institutional and local 
level, including in schools. This is a strategic development to support the SNP’s agenda of 
independence for Scotland.  
 
The Knowledge Content and knowledge-based process of School Self Evaluation 
 
The emergence of SSE thus needs to be set within these developments in the political 
context, and in relation to data costs, and the consequences in terms of erosion of trust 
following from emphasis on performance management and measurement. SSE is about 
creating a school evaluation framework that claims to bring about constant comparison and 
improvement, broadly focusing on answering two key questions about educational practice: 
 ‘How good are we now?’ in order to identify strengths and development needs in key 
aspects of teachers’ work and the impact it has on learners; and 
 ‘How good can we be?’ in order to set priorities for improvement.  
 
It is clear that SSE, in its style and operation, is part of a wider shift in accountability in the 
public sector in Scotland, away from centralised controls and top down management, towards 
placing responsibility on service providers themselves, and away from external regulation by 
agencies. Moreover, in making this shift, it prioritises different kinds of knowledge: not just 
data on performance levels achieved, but evidence of learning. The shift in responsibility is 
reliant on, and produces, a holistic approach to evidence and learning: 
‘schools are not islands. They work with other schools, colleges, employers and a 
number of other services’ (HGIOS 2007; 55).  
From our observation and analysis of these processes we see self-evaluation being used as a 
tool to encode school knowledge, create consensus and promote specific values that relate to 
the creation of self-managed and self-sufficient individuals (both teachers and pupils). 
Furthermore, as they do more, they produce more and more new knowledge about 
themselves, which becomes productive for the constant improvement not only of the 
individual school, but for the governing of the system as a whole, as ‘good practice’ is spread 
throughout the system by the inspectorate. 
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The self-evaluation process asks schools to evaluate their performance in terms of impact and 
outcomes and to identify priorities for action leading to improvements and innovation. The 
Quality Framework in How Good is our School? (HGIOS 2007) specifies a set of Quality 
Indicators that guide the process. There are three key domains against which schools must 
assess their performance; these are: 
(i) successes and achievements; 
(ii) the work and life of the school;  
(iii) vision and leadership.  
 
Evidence of self-evaluation is required in three main forms: (i) Knowledge-based 
quantitative data (ii) People’s views (iii) Professional/expert direct observation and 
documentation. Schools are required to use the ‘Quality Indicators’ outlined in HGIOS in 
order to describe, quantify and measure their performance which is then to be externally 
judged on a regular basis through inspections of schools carried out by HMIE.  The 
definition of ‘Quality Indicators’ by HMIE effectively defines what should be regarded as 
‘Quality’ in education. Thus, the Inspectorate is able to define what is evaluated and 
therefore what is valued in education. The text of HGIOS, from its foreword onwards, makes 
it clear that the focus is on impacts and outcomes, as: ‘self-evaluation is not an end in itself. 
It is worthwhile only if it leads to improvements in the educational experiences and 
outcomes for children and young people, and to the maintenance of the highest standards 
where these already exist’ (HMIE 2007; 2).  
 
This is a policy that comes as part of a wider framework, the so-called Journey to Excellence 
(HMIE 2007 that provides ‘sets of tools which can be used to bring about continuous 
improvement in learning’ (ibid; 2). Thus, while schools are discouraged from using the 
framework of quality indicators as ‘checklists or recipes’, the idea of offering teachers 
specific tools for evaluation is well-embedded in the policy culture surrounding the self-
evaluation movement in Scotland. The quality indicators are readily translated into pedagogic 
practice as they provide teachers with a new language and a new framework for practice in 
the classroom. In a time of considerable uncertainty and change in curriculum, this is a 
development that is likely to be welcomed by many practitioners. HGIOS and the self-
Schools/Centres self-evaluation and Improvement (HMIE  
xx2008) 
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evaluation framework that it promotes strongly encourage teachers to adopt particular ways 
of working. There is a strong steer towards teamwork and peer review as hallmarks of the 
reflective practitioner: all staff are recommended to engage in professional discussion and 
reflection based on ‘shared understanding of quality and a shared vision of their aims for 
young people’ (ibid: 3). Self-evaluation is required as part of the working practice of all staff, 
school managers and teachers alike; it is the major vehicle for learning and teaching and for 
school development: ‘self-evaluation becomes a reflective professional process which helps 
schools get to know themselves well, identify their agenda for improvement and promote 
well-considered innovation’ (ibid: 3).  
 
HGIOS and self-evaluation are indicative of a new relationship between knowledge and 
schools that seeks to replace discussions of pedagogy and epistemology with a continuous 
self-awareness of weaknesses and strengths and a disposition towards constant comparison 
and improvement. This orientation is systematically promoted through all the HGIOS 
publications. In this construction of learning knowledge becomes linked to self-awareness, 
self-management and self-improvement. It is important to note that self-evaluation is not 
simply a self-assessment exercise for teachers but increasingly a way of being for all, pupils, 
parents and teachers alike: ‘the evaluative activities involved (in HGIOS) are similar to those 
which we encourage pupils to engage in as part of their own learning process. Taking part in 
them creates a community of learners’ (ibid; 7). Indeed, self-evaluation is promoted as a 
professional process that should not be mechanistic or bureaucratic. It is a guide to practice, 
‘alongside other sources of guidance such as curriculum advice, research into learning and 
pedagogy and studies of leadership styles and approaches (ibid; 6). In terms of its specific 
characteristics, HGIOS argues that teachers need to be ‘forward-looking’, ‘promote well-
considered innovation’, as well as ‘peer evaluation’ (ibid; 7). In particular, teachers are asked 
to be active in:  
‘-commenting on each other’s work, for example plans and assessments; 
-engaging in cooperative teaching and discussion; and  
-visiting each other’s classroom to see how particular developments are going, 
to experience different methods of teaching or to confirm our views of 
learner’s progress’ (ibid; 7).  
 
Teachers are asked to organise their work and gather evidence (so that nothing ‘slips through 




According to the HGIOS framework, this approach allows for the celebration of best practice, 
or, in the case of weaknesses, these ‘can be tracked down by focusing on some of the 
indicators’ (ibid; 15). This approach is called a ‘proportionate approach’, since it ‘enables 
you to focus on areas of priority rather than routinely covering all aspects of the school’s 
work in turn’ (ibid; 15). The focus is clearly on how well ‘the school knows itself’; there is a 
strong emphasis on ‘improvement’, while lack of consensus, teamwork or rigorous data are 
seen as detrimental to effective self-evaluation. All of these processes guide teachers (and 
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through them, pupils) towards practices through which they continuously monitor their 
performance and that of others. 
 
The growth of self-evaluation has obvious implications for the role of the Inspectorate, and these 
may be illustrated with reference to the New Inspection Model (NIM). If self-evaluation is 
understood as the new ‘grammar’ of regulation in education policy in Scotland, NIM represents 
one of its most significant readjusted structures. NIM defines, specifies and modifies the work of 
information gathering and planning for school evaluation and contributes to the mobilisation of 
new, specific kinds of understanding and structuring of education in Scotland. The key feature 
of NIM is what is widely termed ‘proportionality’: this means that in the cases of schools that 
are judged to be successful, inspections are much shorter. Briefly, inspectors can decide to 
‘disengage’ from ‘evaluative activity’ as early as Wednesday (inspections always start on a 
Monday), having spent only a day and a half in the school. If such a decision is made and agreed 
by the school management, inspectors can then continue their work until the end of the week, 
but in developmental mode, ie in discussion of issues of professional development and in 
support in areas that school staff identify. Thus the inspectorate is asked to engage with teachers 
in a more supportive and developmental role than previously. NIM also underlines the 
importance of performing self-evaluation; those who do it well will in that initial interaction 
between school and inspectorate, where the school must display how well it knows itself, will be 
rewarded with less frequent, much shorter and less intrusive inspections. Those that do not 
perform SSE convincingly must expect more frequent, longer inspections and greater scrutiny.  
 
Analysis of the HMIE documentation reveals that the key purpose of the NIM is for schools ‘to 
show that they know themselves inside out’ (HMIE 2010b;2) and use this knowledge to plan for 
improvement. According to the inspectorate, ‘when self-evaluation is robust and convincing, we 
use it as part of the inspection evidence and might be able to finish inspection activities early’ 
(HMIE 2010b; 2). This allows them, as we noted above, to ‘then work in partnership with staff 
to further encourage good practice and innovation and support improvement strategies’ (HMIE 
2010b;2). At the start of the inspection headteachers are asked ‘to brief on the impact of your 
approach to improvement through self-evaluation’. Presenting this narrative as a ‘journey of 
improvement’ is important (‘where you and your staff have come from, where you are now and 
where you are wanting to get to’), as well as presenting the meeting as an ‘ongoing dialogue’ 
about outcomes and plans for the future. Although the language used is quite active 
(‘give…demonstrate…identify…show’), what is required is the creation of an account. Previous 
school and quality reports can be referenced for evidence, but the new inspection model ‘is not a 
process of “validation” of grades through self-evaluation’ (HMIE 2010b; 2). Instead, although 
data and numbers provide evidence, they are accompanied, fleshed out or given meaning and 
substance through the creation of a story, the narrative of a journey- where we were, where we 
are and crucially where we are heading to. Future projection and planning are vital here –as 




Both SSE and the NIM through which it is promoted and assessed are KBRTs, and they are, of 
course, embedded in existing power relations.  SSE, despite its insistence on the shared identity 
of a ‘community of practice’ embracing teachers, managers and the inspectorate, carries and 
creates flows of power that constitute identities and social practices, so that preferred knowledge 
is prioritised and produced/performed. This is not to suggest that the NIM and SSE together 
constitute a script that ‘writes’ behaviour and actions: there are many indications of fractures and 
This manuscript is an author’s final version, also known as a post-print. Please reference Grek, S., & Ozga, J. 
(2012). Governing through Learning: School Self-Evaluation as a Knowledge-based Regulatory Tool . 
Recherches Sociologiques et Anthropologiques, 2, 35-52. 
 11 
difficulties in the reception of the instrument, that suggest that there is scope for either 
superficial conformity or active dissent in some spaces and places. Moreover the strategy 
encapsulated in the NIM is a very risky one from the perspective of governing: it removes 
traditional authority from the inspectorate by blurring the distinction between ‘them’ and ‘us’, 
and it places them under scrutiny as actors in the self-evaluation/inspection drama, who, like the 
teachers, need to play a part persuasively. They may not always succeed, and failure could 
undermine the model in a way that is new. Traditional inspection ‘judgments’ could provoke 
anger and distress as well as euphoria among school staff, but the regulatory instrument was part 
of a repertoire of ‘hard’ governance, and thus remained intact. An unconvincing performance of 
the NIM could undermine the idea of self-knowledge as possessed by the inspectorate, from 
which they learn, and on the basis of which they ‘teach’. 
 
In offering this analysis of SSE, and the associated development of the NIM, we wish to stress 
that the significance of these developments extends well beyond the school, and underline the 
fact that the model discussed in this paper is being applied across the public sector services in 
Scotland. In this respect self-evaluation may be characterised as ‘learning governing’ through 
which service providers at all levels manage and account for performance while learning from 
self-evaluation, not only in schools, but across government (Sanderson 2009). As a senior policy 
maker states, this is about learning autonomy across the system, as a break from decades of ‘top 
down’ control: 
 ‘There [was] suffocation by direction...so we are changing the education system, 
we hope, from one of dependence to one of independence...you can’t be confident 
individuals if you think other people will do things for you….whether it is on a personal 
basis or a national...’ (SPM 5) 
 
Moreover SSE is promoted very actively by the Scottish Inspectorate throughout and beyond 
Europe. The ‘Scottish model’ is seen as one that may be applied effectively elsewhere. So that 
while the particular political circumstances that produce this shift in performance management 
techniques are obviously important and quite specific to Scotland, there are widespread concerns 
beyond Scotland about the unintended consequences of the New Public Management, and, of 
course, the issue of coping with reduced public expenditure is widely shared throughout Europe, 
so that there is a search for strategies that appear to maintain or improve quality without 
requiring massive investment in data systems and personnel. Self-evaluation fits with the new 
discourse of accountability and ‘bottom up’ evaluation that also relates to political change, 
but in quite complex ways-it is part of an attempt to build new relations of governing with 
new partners/stakeholders in the shift from government to governance and towards the active 
enrolment of teachers and pupils in performance monitoring and management.  
SSE and the NIM produce knowledge not only about attainment but about behaviours and 
attitudes, and this knowledge is negotiated, co-produced and embedded in the enactment of 
social relations. SSE thus constitutes: 
‘a technology, a culture and a mode of regulation...that employs judgements, 
comparisons displays as means of control, attrition and change. The performances – 
of individual subjects or organisations – serve as measures of productivity or output, 
or displays of “quality”  (Ball 2001, p 143).  
Further, a very significant aspect of SSE and the NIM is their orientation to the future along 
with their requirements to change the culture of teaching, with the implication that they need 
to move their knowledge production processes into alignment with ‘Mode 2’ practices, and 
develop capacities as members of learning organisations. If teachers can be persuaded to 
internalise the goals of school improvement, and the vision of quality that is defined by the 
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quality indicators, and adopt these as norms for genuine self-review of practice, then the 
whole Scottish education system will, it seems, be on a ‘journey to excellence’. This shift in 
the role and capacity of teachers would identify them more firmly as ‘knowledge-based 
professions’ who are key to the effective working of this new, networked, deregulated 
system. But it is a particular form of knowledge that is in play here, and the shift in 
knowledge and its uses brings heavy moral and ethical considerations; as teachers are 
enrolled through the knowledge processes of SSE in creating a better, ‘flourishing’ society. 
As Stehr (2004) points out, the language used in relation to the new knowledge raises some 
uncomfortable issues and conceals some fundamental inequalities, as individuals and groups 
are positioned by it as having the capacity to employ and transform their life chances on the 
basis of this new social contract that ‘move[s] new scientific and technical knowledge, and 
thereby the future, into the centre of the cultural, economic and political matrix of society’ 
(Stehr, 2004, p. ix).  
Conclusions 
In the paper we have set SSE in context of the massive expansion of the evaluation of public 
services within Scotland, the UK and beyond from the 1980s onwards. This expansion relied 
heavily on data use (Grek et al 2009) but targets led to distortions of behaviour: ironically, 
the more that data were produced and cited, the less value they seemed to have in terms of 
managing risk and delivering accountability. We connect the development of SSE to new 
practices of governing developed by the SNP government after 2007 that signaled a shift to 
achieving outcomes rather than measuring inputs, targets and the impact of detailed 
interventions, and explain the re-emergence of professionals-especially inspectors-as key 
actors in this redesign of accountability. 
 
SSE thus represents an element of a larger policy paradigm shift in accountability in the 
public sector. It marks a shift of responsibility to service providers themselves, away from 
external regulation by agencies and it prioritises different kinds of knowledge: not just data 
on performance levels achieved, but evidence of learning. The shift in responsibility is reliant 
on, and produces, a holistic approach to evidence and learning: self-evaluation as a KBRT is 
used to encode school knowledge, create consensus and promote specific values that relate to 
the creation of self-managed and self-sufficient individuals (both teachers and pupils). The 
coding enables the shift away from ‘heavy’ monitoring towards an apparent ‘light touch’, 
while co-opting schools further into the new networks of knowledge production. 
Furthermore, as they do more, they produce more and more new knowledge about 
themselves, which becomes productive for the constant improvement not only of the 
individual school, but for the governing of the system as a whole. 
 
The traditional models of public accountability (through public servants answerable to 
ministers, themselves answerable to the electorate) are evidently insufficient for governing 
work across the developing range of contexts and providers, while the dominant policy 
approach of relying on individual choice (i.e., defining accountability as a contract between 
customer and provider) is inadequate in relation to social outcomes. Attempts by the centre to 
recover or promote trust through more bottom up and self-generated forms of evaluation of 
performance may be undermined by the continued effects of managerial accountability on 
political or professional accountability. Even in Scotland, where there is much less evidence 
of a performative culture than in England, SSE is being promoted in the shadow of 
historically embedded cultures of answerability, and there is, accordingly a very serious issue 
of lack of trust. 
 
This manuscript is an author’s final version, also known as a post-print. Please reference Grek, S., & Ozga, J. 
(2012). Governing through Learning: School Self-Evaluation as a Knowledge-based Regulatory Tool . 
Recherches Sociologiques et Anthropologiques, 2, 35-52. 
 13 
Of course there are particular factors that lead us to interpret the shift in regulation 
represented by SSE in this particular way in the Scottish context, and these may not apply 
elsewhere. For example we have underlined the changing politics in Scotland, and the 
promotion of ‘intelligent’ governing by the Scottish government. In this analysis, the 
development of a new inspection model, and the reconfiguration of inspection identities that 
accompanies it, mirrors the attempt to change politics in Scotland, and to present an 
overarching narrative of intelligent, reflexive governing, based on independent thinking and 
self-knowledge that is strengthened by the processes of self-monitoring and self-development 
that the Scottish Government is attempting to ‘teach’ public sector workers/public servants 
and citizens to adopt. A stronger sense of identity – which will, apparently – be produced by 
stronger self-knowledge, fosters an overarching political agenda of independence, but 
whether this narrative will carry conviction in the context of major reductions in public sector 
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